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The University of

Montana

Office of News and Publications
The University of Montana
Missoula, Montana 59812-1301
(406) 243-2522

March 7, 1991
Dear news editor:
Enclosed is a feature I believe your readers would really enjoy.
It's a lively story about journalism major Seth Kantner, surely one
of The University of Montana's most non-traditional non-traditional
students.
I should note that Kantner's being a UM student is only a small
part of the story; what will capture the reader's attention is his
highly unusual background.
He grew up in the wilds of Alaska and has
led the kind of life most people have only read about, dreamed of or
glimpsed in movies.
T o m in a 14-by-14-foot sod igioo, Kantner grew up in extreme
isolation and was home-schooled till age 18. His family eked a
living trapping, fishing and making dog sleds and battLed not only
tho elements but also such things as a rabid moose anc a starving
brown bear.
My story is more than an account of Kantner's interesting
history, though.
It's also the tale of his adaptation to life in the
lower 48 — to life in the 20th century.
•'m including a photo of Kantner and a outline, too.
Please call me if you have any guestions.
My number is 2434833, and I work 8 a.m.-5 p.m. Tuesdays and Thursdays and 8 a.m.-noon
Fridays.
I hope there's a spot in your paper for this one.
Sincerely,

Carol Susan Woodruff
News editor

An Equal Opportunity University

University o f Montana
Office of News and Publications

NEWS RELEASE

Missoula, MT 59812
(406) 243-2522

March 7, 1991
Arctic daydreams
By Carol Susan Woodruff
UM News and Publications
Seth Kantner, a 25-year-old University of Montana senior,
gives new meaning to the term "non-traditional student."
About 40 percent of UM's students fall into that category:

at

least 25 years old, entering college for the first time or
returning after a break.

Many are married or single parents.

But Kantner's unusual background sets him far apart from other
students given that tidy label.

He grew up in the wilds of

northwestern Alaska, about 100 miles north of the Arctic Circle,
and has led the kind of life other UM students probably have only
read about, dreamed cf or glimpsed in movies.
Like his fellow journalism majors, he struggles to learn his
craft.

But years of home schooling and living in extreme

isolation have created a special challenge for him:

learning to

function in a society whose history and ways still baffle him.
"Everything comes hard," he says.
stumped on real general knowledge.

"A lot of times, I get
It's embarrassing when people

mention someone everybody in the universe would know —
year-old kid —

even a 9-

and I don't have a clue what they're talking

about."

more
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He's most comfortable discussing his life in the Arctic, in
wide-open, untamed territory as unfamiliar as a foreign country
to residents of relatively cosmopolitan Alaskan cities like
Juneau and Anchorage.

Speaking quietly, matter-of-factly, he

conjures up his family home —

a sod igloo ("igloo" is Eskimo for

"house") often buried beneath snowdrifts.

He tells of attacks on

his family's dog sled team by a rabid moose and starving brown
bear.

He fondly remembers the yearly return of the winter sun

after a long hiatus that filled his mother with despair.
Kantner, the son of Ohioans who forged a new life for
themselves in Alaska, was born in a 14-by-14-foot sod igloo.

For

a time, the igloo housed four Kantners, another couple and more
than a few mice and shrews.

The broadsaw-hewn, flat-roofed

structure was dug into the earth for warmth and insulated with
moss that dripped in spring and summer —

hence the number of

pots strategically placed around the floor.

An 8-foot-long

tunnel covered at the end with caribou skins formed the entrance.
Other skins softened Kantner's dirt-ledge bed.
The environment was harsh.

"We lived in a place Eskimos and

everyone talked about," he says of home, 30 miles down the Kobuk
River from the Eskimo village of Ambler, population about 250.
The bluff into which his family carved two homes over the years
lies in a four-mile-wide swath of open land through which the
wind howls mercilessly and whips the snow into frozen waves.
Passersby —

mainly hunters —

are rare, he says.

more
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children, he and his older brother yearned for companionship.
They'd dash barefoot into the snow, no matter how bitter the
cold, to greet friends and strangers alike.

Sometimes the

visitors would bring three or four months' worth of mail, other
times ice cream or boxes of library books from Fairbanks.
The family learned to be self-sufficient, even when it came to
medical matters.

When Kantner was 4, his father accidentally ran

over him with a dog sled heavily laden with camping supplies.
With no doctor to treat him, he crawled for four months until his
injured leg mended itself.
Kantner began home schooling in first grade, taught by his
mother, who'd earned a biology degree at the University of
Alaska-Fairbanks.

He skipped kindergarten because someone in

Ambler had stolen his school supplies, sent by the state, and
tossed them into the depths of an outhouse.
He studied three hours a night by the dim light of a kerosene
lamp and read voraciously for pleasure.

"Unfortunately, I read a

lot of junk — ■ adventures, thrillers," he says.
lots of classics."

"I didn't read

He rarely laid eyes on a newspaper, and the

family's battery-powered radio picked up only a North Pole
station.
By age 18, he'd been educated at home for all but part of two
years.

Because of family business, he spent some of third grade

in a Fairbanks school and some of 10th in a Florida school.
Daytona Beach was especially eye-opening —
more

"unthrilling,"
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Kantner calls it.

He learned he couldn't trust everyone the way

he did back home.

Naive about the ways of the world, he found

himself making social gaffes.

To his classmates' amazement, he

didn't know who the Beatles were.

To his own amazement, people

chose to be in debt most of their lives to buy such trappings of
luxury as a nice house with a car out front.

Back home, where

money usually was in short supply, luxury meant owning rifles, a
snowmobile and a bearskin couch.
Kantner's parents valued a good education but thought other
activities were important as well.

He learned early to shovel

out the entrance to the snow-buried igloo.

Other jobs included

cutting wood for the barrel stove that heated the igloo and
hauling water from the river to be boiled for laundry,
dishwashing and baths.
His father also taught him to build dog sleds, hunt, trap and
fish.

"We shot and ate just about everything that moved,"

Kantner says.

They stored food in the snow or in caches —

wooden sheds on stilts.

Mainly the family lived on caribou, as

many as 10,000 of which grunted and shuffled past the igloo
during spring and fall migrations.

Every fall, the Kantners

traveled to Ambler by dog sled or snowmobile to order 50 pounds
each of supplies like coffee, sugar, flour and powdered milk.
Later, after moving into an 18-by-32-foot sod igloo farther up
the bluff, they also grew vegetables.
Kantner became a resourceful cook, especially when it came to
more
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lemon meringue pie.

He needed egg whites to top the dessert but,

naturally, couldn't run to a convenience store to buy some.

So,

in the spring, he'd sneak up to the floating nest of a grebe
loon-like diving bird

—

and try to snatch a few eggs.

a

If the

bird saw him coming, it would push the eggs into the water and
retrieve them later.
He trapped his first fox at age 8, progressing to lynxes,
wolverines, minks, martens, otters and beavers.

He and his

family caught whitefish for the dogs, sea-going trout for
themselves.

Some summers, they fished commercially for salmon in

Kotzebue, about 200 miles west of home.

It was hard being the

only white family in the fishing camp; Eskimo corporation leaders
finally made it clear they were unwelcome.
"I wanted to be native," he recalls.
When I'd see white people, I'd think,

"I was like they were.

'What are they doing

here?'"
In 1983, Kantner enrolled at the University of AlaskaFairbanks, mostly to meet women, he confides.
he says with a chuckle.

"It didn't work,"

After 1 1/2 years, wanderlust set in.

Money he'd made trapping and fishing paid for a four-month trip
to Australia, New Zealand and Fiji.

By hitchhiking, working on a

sheep station and sleeping under the trees, he managed to spend
less than $1,000 after plane fare.
He then re-entered school, bounced from one major to another
and transferred to UM in 1988 under the Western University
more
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Exchange program.

The program gives students a break on out-of-

state tuition at participating schools.
He's done well at the University.

He carries a 3.64 grade-

point average and has won Smith Corona and Allied Daily Newspaper
scholarships recognizing his writing skills.

His free-lancing

efforts paid off recently when he had an anecdote about Ambler
published in the January 1991 issue of Reader's Digest.
Kantner has found a niche as a journalism school student and
Montana Kaimin reporter and photographer.

"Because I didn't go

to high school, I've always wanted to be part of a group," he
says.

"I really like the camaraderie."

Still, he feels different from other students.

While his

friends live on pizza, Coca-Cola and McDonald's food, he cooks a
well-balanced meal every night.
beer.

He even makes his own yogurt and

Out of habit, he goes around his rented house turning off

lights left on by his roommate.

"I don't like to waste anything

because we had so many years of not having enough," he says.
The Arctic creeps into his thoughts every day.
he misses Alaskans' informality and openness.

For one thing,

"Up North, if

anybody stops by at dinner time or wants to spend the night, you
just set down another plate," Kantner says.
that calling ahead.

"Here, there's all

People are busy, and they're separate.

I

don't find it to be nearly as comfortable."
But there's another kind of openness he misses more.

"What I

miss most about Alaska is the freedom of being surrounded by
more
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empty country," he says.
anybody's toes.

"You're not trespassing or stepping on

Whatever pleases you, you do.

I hate being

separated from the land by society and money."
Kantner's unsure how he'll use his journalism degree after
graduating in June.

But he does know he'll return to Alaska,

where being non-traditional is a tradition.

###
CSW
Montanan, dailies
Seth.rl

University o f Montana
Office of News and Publications
Missoula, MT 59812
(406) 243-2522

NEWS RELEASE

March 7, 1991
CUTLINE
Seth Kantner is one of UM's most non-traditional non-traditional
students.
(Photo by Stacey Glaser)
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